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Using data representative of New Hampshire 
adults, this brief explores consumers’ engage-
ment with local food systems and their perceived 

access to different retail channels to inform food system 
stakeholders’ planning. Getting local farm food to cus-
tomers in ways that make financial and logistical sense 
for both farmers and consumers has long challenged the 
growth of direct-to-consumer sales. Despite a surge of 
interest in local foods spurred by the pandemic, there are 
no contemporary, representative data available to farm-
ers and local food advocates for measuring consumers’ 
engagement with local food systems and specific types 
of markets. As food producers and advocates dedicate 
efforts to marketing, infrastructure development, and 
public engagement efforts, understanding consumers’ 
preference for different types of market outlets is a useful 
tool for guiding local food system development. 

Half of Granite Staters Buy Local Farm 
Food at Least a Few Times a Month
Eighty percent of Granite Staters reported purchasing local 
farm foods in the past year, with 49.7 percent buying at 
least a few times a month (“occasionally”).1 However, fre-
quency of local farm food purchasing varies widely across 
the state (Figure 1). Within the state’s three urban coun-
ties (Hillsborough, Rockingham, and Strafford), between 
one-third and one-half of adults buy local farm food at 
least occasionally, compared with a much wider range—
from 89 percent in Sullivan County to 2 percent in Coös 
County—in rural places. Overall, rural Granite Staters are 
more likely to be at least occasional farm food purchasers, 
at 61.2 percent versus 42.6 percent in urban places, with 
the greatest engagement along the Vermont border.2

Traditional Farm Food Sources Seen as 
Most Available
To identify perceptions of local farm food accessibil-
ity, we asked respondents to select from a list of local 
farm food sales models and to select all that were easily 
accessible to them (Figure 2).3 Granite Staters were 
most likely to report that traditional models like farm 
stands, brick-and-mortar stores, and farmers markets 
were easily accessible (each selected by two-thirds to 
three-quarters of respondents). While there has been 
an overall rise in online shopping during the pan-
demic, fewer than one-in-four respondents said that 
an online market platform for locally produced food 
was an easily accessible option. On one hand, many 
online platforms are new, and consumers may not 
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FIGURE 1. PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS 
PURCHASING LOCAL FARM FOODS AT 
LEAST A FEW TIMES PER MONTH

Source: Carsey School of Public Policy analysis of 
May 2021 Granite State Poll data; n=903.
Note: Legend categories represent quartiles.

FIGURE 2. PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS IDENTIFYING EACH OPTION AS 
“EASILY ACCESSIBLE” FOR BUYING LOCAL FARM FOODS

Source: Carsey School of Public Policy analysis of May 2021 Granite State Poll data; n=903.
Note: Respondents could select multiple options; 88.6 percent of respondents selected at least one source. 
Orange bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 

realize they exist. On the other, that 
more consumers didn’t identify 
online platforms as easily accessible 
amid the pandemic’s online shop-
ping boom provides an opportunity 
for additional research on how to 
better reach consumers with these 
platforms. Finally, with no base-
line data for comparison, it is not 
possible to compare these estimates 
with pre-pandemic engagement; 
for instance, it is possible that even 
smaller shares of consumers would 
have said online platforms were an 
easily accessible option for local 
farm foods a year or two earlier. 

Opportunities to Widen 
and Deepen Local Food 
System Engagement Exist
This brief finds that most New 
Hampshire residents at least occa-
sionally purchase local farm foods, 
with clear patterns in which sources 
are perceived as easily accessible. 
However, these estimates also 
indicate that there is significant 
room to grow consumer engage-
ment. First, one-in-five Granite 
Staters report “never” purchasing 
local farm foods, with rates topping 
30 percent in Rockingham County. 
This indicates opportunities for 
local food advocates to investigate 
interest levels and potential barriers 
to engagement within their commu-
nities. Second, although high shares 
of Granite Staters at least occasion-
ally purchase local farm foods, only 
14.8 percent do so at least once per 
week. Further, these data only cap-
ture frequency of shopping and not 
volume of sales, meaning that addi-
tional work remains to disaggregate 
invested shoppers from those who 
purchase only an item or two. 

Although lower shares of New 
Hampshire residents identified com-
munity supported agriculture (CSA) 
and online platforms as easily acces-
sible, these data cannot specify why. 
For instance, it is possible that people 
are not aware of these options, and 
thus do not find them “accessible.” It is 
also possible that consumers feel less 
knowledgeable about those models’ 
operation and thus perceive their 
access is not “easy.” Regardless, identi-
fying how to engage consumers both 
more widely and deeply can generate 
greater income for New Hampshire 
food producers and more local food 
for New Hampshire consumers.

Finally, while these data showed 
substantial variation in local food 
system engagement by geogra-
phy, capacity for detailed demo-
graphic analysis was limited. For 
instance, three characteristics that 
may be of particular relevance to 
food acquisition decisions—race, 
ethnicity, and income—were not 
reliably available for analysis here. 
Specifically, this survey did not 
oversample Granite Staters of 
color, and respondents were over-
whelmingly white (93 percent), 
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precluding analysis by race or 
ethnicity. And of those who did 
participate in the survey, nearly 
one-quarter did not report income 
data, resulting in limited utility of 
this measure for the entire sample. 
Future research that focuses specif-
ically on demographic, economic, 
and cultural variations in local 
food system engagement among 
larger random samples of con-
sumers are especially warranted. 
Beyond documenting simple 
variation, this type of work could 
provide actionable insights for food 
producers and advocates, especially 
for deepening reach to consum-
ers who perceive social or cultural 
barriers, such as feeling unwelcome 
or not identifying with the type of 
people who buy local farm foods.

D a t a  &  M e t h o d s
This brief uses data from the May 
2021 Granite State Poll, a web-
based survey of Granite State Panel 
members who are recruited from 
randomly-selected landline and 
cell phone numbers across New 
Hampshire. The panel only includes 
people age 18 or older and people 
who are New Hampshire residents 
or seasonal residents who are regis-
tered to vote in New Hampshire. For 
more about the panel, see https://
cola.unh.edu/unh-survey-center/
projects/granite-state-panel. 

The May 2021 panel included 933 
respondents, although due to miss-
ing values on key variables, analyses 
here are restricted to a sample of 
903. All differences presented in text 
are statistically significant (p<0.05). 
Because these data are derived from 
a sample, estimates are subject to 
sample-based error and caution 
should be used in making additional 
comparisons between estimates, for 
differences may appear but not be 
statistically significant. 

E n d n o t e s
1. It is important to note that with very 
few sources of statewide, representative 
data sources available, it is difficult 
to offer a pre-pandemic comparison 
point. However, the February 2017 
wave of the Granite State Poll included 
some questions on farmers market 
engagement, related to work by the 
New Hampshire Department of 
Agriculture, Markets, and Food; UNH 
Department of Natural Resources & 
the Environment; UNH Cooperative 
Extension, and the NH Farmers Market 
Association found that 84 percent of 
New Hampshire residents had “ever” 
shopped at a farmers market (n=513). 
See https://extension.unh.edu/resource/
farmers-market-consumers-new-
hampshire for more details.
2. It is not clear why engagement 
is highest in this part of the state. 
Review of earlier work (2019) suggests 
that farm food retail sources are not 
especially prevalent in this region 
(https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/
mapping-food-landscape-NH), 
suggesting geographic concentration 
of local farm food sources may not 
be the sole explanation. Analysis of 
U.S. Census Bureau data (American 
Community Survey, 2019 5-year 
estimates; available upon request) 
suggests that these counties are not 
uniformly better resourced either in 
terms of median household income or 
the share of household with access to 
a vehicle. It is possible that local food 
culture, advocacy, or other engagement 
tools may be more prevalent here, 
or result from inter-state spillover: 
Vermont consistently ranks highest in 
per-capita direct sales of farm foods 
to consumers (e.g., https://www.
strollingoftheheifers.com/locavore/).
3. Survey respondents were asked 
“Which options (if any) for buying local 
farm foods are easily available to you, 
whether you’ve used them or not?” and 
told to select all options that applied. 
Available options included (1) farm 
store or farm stand; (2) farmers market; 
(3) Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA); (4) online market platform; 

(5) brick-and-mortar retail store; (6) 
other (please specify); (7) no options 
easily available; and (8) don’t know. We 
did not provide additional definitions 
or examples, and it is possible that 
respondents may have been unfamiliar 
with some options, like a CSA (an 
arrangement in which a farmer offers 
a certain number of “shares” for sale, 
with customers typically paying an 
initial lump sum in exchange for 
weekly allotments of seasonal produce 
throughout the growing season). 
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